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Good morning Chair Dromm and all the Members of the Education Committee here today. My
name is Ursulina Ramirez, and I am Chief of Staff to Chancellor Carmen Farifia at the NYC
Department of Education (DOE). I am joined by Robert Sanft, Chief Executive Officer of DOE’s
Division of Student Enrollment and Ainsley Rudolfo, Executive Director of Programs and
Partnerships at DOE’s Office of Equity and Access. Thank you for the opportunity to testify
before you today regarding diversity in NYC schools and Proposed Intro No. 511-A.

At the outset, I would like to commend the Councﬂ for bringing attention to this important and
complex issue. As we commemorate the 60™ anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education, it is
important to both recognize the progress we have made towards creating more equity in the
public school system and acknowledge that more work needs to be done to achieve greater
diversity in our schools. As a recent report by the Civil Rights Project of the University of
California notes, far too many of our students attend schools that lack racial diversity. It is
widely recognized that diverse learning environments benefit students of all academic, racial,

_ and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Today I want to share with you some of the steps we have taken to increase diversity across the
system, the challenges we face, and what more we can do to address school diversity. We also
recognize this challenge is not unique to NYC public schools, but a challenge faced by school
districts across the country.

Our student body is reflective of NYC’s rich cultural, linguistic, racial and ethnic diversity. Qur
students collectively represent over 190 nationalities and speak more than 160 languages, with
13 percent being English Language Learners. The racial and ethnic composition of our student
body is approximately 40 percent Latino, 28 percent African-American, 15 percent Asian, and 14
percent White. Furthermore, when we consider socioeconomic status, almost 80 percent of our
students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

Across the system, there are what we consider to be racially isolated schools, where at least 75
percent of the student body represents one ethnicity, and we see increased levels of racial
1solation at the elementary school level when compared to other grade bands. One factor that
contextualizes this reality is that many families choose to send their children to their zoned
elementary school, preferring to have young children attend a neighborhood school located close
to their home. As a result, the demographics of most elementary schools reflect the ethmc:lty of
the communities they serve,

Any efforts to increase school diversity, particularly at the elementary school level, is somewhat
limited by the strong correlation between neighborhood demographics and school demographics.
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Increasingly, the City’s housing patterns, and widening income inequality have led to racially
and socioeconomically stratified neighborhoods, which, in some cases, have significantly
contributed to a lack of racial, ethnic and socioeconomic diversity in our schools.

For example, i six of our 32 community school districts, students from one race comprise 75
percent or more of the student population; this includes District 6 in Manhattan, and Districts 16,
17,18, 23, and 32 in Brooklyn. This school data mirrors census data. District 18, for example,
which primarily serves the neighborhood of Canarsie, is over 80 percent African-American. At
the same time, many of our schools have a diverse mix of students of different races and
ethnicities. There are 12 school districts where no single race or ethnicity constitutes more than
50 percent of the student body These districts are located in Manhattan, Brooklyn, the Bronx,
and Queens.

While most elementary and many middle school students attend their zoned school, families in
every district also have other options. They may choose among non-zoned district or citywide
schools, and charter schools. At every level we have increased the number of high-quality school
options available to families.

We support the efforts of school communities to implement new methods for promoting
diversity within their schools. Most recently, we worked with the CECs in District 13 and 15 in
Brooklyn on P.8. 133, 2 new non-zoned school that has both Spanish and French dual language
programs. As a result of discussions with the CECs — and with support from local elected
officials including Councilmembers Lander and Levin - a unique admissions priority structure
was created to help promote racial, ethnic and socioeconomic diversity. This school admits
students from both districts, and gives a priority to English Language Learners and students
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

There are many other school communities that are committed to increasing diversity in their
schools. We have recently met with several principals to discuss their goals and ideas to increase
diversity and we are currently reviewing proposals from these schools to determine how we can
be supportive.

New schools, like P.S. 133, present a unique opportunity to work with communities to establish
admissions criteria that foster diversity. To this end, the DOE’s Office of School Design (OSD)
is developing new schools with the goal of promoting diversity factored into the design. Already,
OSD has established a leadership training program designed to help new leaders develop
strategies to engage parents and families, culturally relevant approaches to teaching and learning,
and student recruitment plans that ensure enrollment of diverse student populations as the
schools grow. '

At the high school level, the c1tyw1de admissions process has introduced more equity and access
to schools in the system. Each year, 8™ graders apply to high schools of their choice and are
centrally matched to a school based on their interests and a school’s admissions criteria.
Consistently, more than 80 percent of eight graders are matched to one of their top five choices
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and nearly half are matched to their first choice. Because high schools are open to students from
across the City — and families are willing to allow their older children to travel a bit further for
special programs and academic opportunities — high schools tend to be more racially, ethnically,
and socio-economically diverse than our elementary and middle schools.

Additionally, we have many high school programs that encourage academic diversity through
their “educational option” admissions method that explicitly enrolls low-, middle-, and high-
performers in proportion to the citywide levels. For example, Queens High School of Teaching,
Liberal Arts, and the Sciences serves a diverse student body where 19 percent of the students
have special needs and there is no one major ethnicity: the student body is 10 percent white, 19
percent Latino, 44 percent African-American, and 25 percent Asian. The school has an
impressive 90 percent graduation rate and the vast majority of graduates go on to pursue college.

Our international and ELL-focused schools celebrate the diversity of recent immigrants. At the
High School for Language and Innovation in the Bronx, 78 percent of students are English
Language Learners and comprise a diverse group of multilingual students that is 9 percent white,
60 percent Latino, 11 percent African-American, and 17 percent Asian. Nearly 100 percent of
parents at this school responded on the most recent school survey that they are satisfied with
their child’s education and over 90 percent of students are on-track for graduation after their first
year.

The Shared Path to Success reform has provided greater access to an array of high school
programs for students with disabilities. To ensure access to programs, seats are reserved for
students with disabilities in each high school program in proportion to the borough’s percent of
8th grade students receiving full-time or part-time special education services.

Although prospective high school students now have more options than a decade ago when high
school admissions were primarily based on attendance zones, we know we have more work to do
to ensure that all families have access to the information and requisite guidance and support to
make informed decisions. We are continuously working to increase access to our broad array of
schools by increasing our communications to students and parents, and making our recruitment
efforts more robust, We have revamped our family workshops on high school admissions. These
workshops attracted over 8,000 families this past summer, 20 percent more than in 2013. This
year we provided interpreters, translated materials, and piloted a workshop delivered entirely in
Spanish. In addition, for the first time, this year we sent over 3,000 hard copies High School
Directories, which are translated in nine languages, to middle schools based on the student
populations they serve.

Additionally, to enhance families’ abilities to search through information in the High School
Directory, we have recently partnered with four organizations to create Admissions Apps, which
are currently available on the DOE website. These are web and mobile applications that families
and students can use to explore school options based on academic programming, extracurricular
activities, school quality indicators, and location. This year, we have also introduced an online



Department of

Education
Cartrnen Farifia, Chancellor

open house calendar so that families can easily search for the dates and times of school open
houses rather than having to call schools individually.

While fewer African-American and Hispanic students attend some of our specialized high
schools than we would hope, the DOE has developed several programs to increase access to all
of our specialized high schools. Through our Office of Equity and Access, the DOE created the
DREAM-Specialized High School Institute (SHSI), a 22 month, extracurricular academic
enrichment program designed to help low-income middle school students develop the skills and
strategies needed to succeed on the Specialized High Schools Admissions Test (SHSAT).

Since its inception in 2012, 847 students who have participated in DREAM-SHSI have received
an offer at one of our specialized high schools, a success rate of 46 percent. While we would like
to expand the program to meet the demand, we are limited by funding constraints.

We have also increased access by encouraging a greater number of top-performing students
across the City to sign up to take the SHSAT. We sent all middle school guidance counselors a
list of the top 15 percent of their students and asked them to ensure these students had the
opportunity to discuss Specialized High School options and sign up for the test if interested. This
new recruitment strategy resulted from finding that top-performing students are not equally
likely to sign up for the SHSAT. For example, Latino students, students with disabilities and
English Language Learners are less likely to sign up for the SHSAT than other students, even if
they are performing at a high level in middle school. While we continue to build our
understanding of these disparities, we are actively working to reduce them through new
strategies, and we welcome innovative ideas from others.

Within this work, our Office of Equity and Access’ mission is to provide every family and every
child from all backgrounds and neighborhoods with equal opportunity and access to high-quality
programs, with a focus on ending long-standing racial, ethnic and socioeconomic disparities.

We are particularly proud of our NYC Advanced Placement (AP) Expansion Initiative launched
during the 2013-14 school year in partnership with the College Board and the National Math and
Science Initiative. The NYC AP Expansion Initiative is designed to help high school students
prepare to pursue college degrees and careers in science, technology, engineering and math
(STEM) disciplines. The goals of this initiative are to increase access, participation and
performance in Advanced Placement for under-represented students from traditionally under-
served communities. The program is currently serving over 3,000 students across 64 high
schools, and contributed to a 35 percent increase in the number of students taking one or more
AP exams. For African-American and Latino students, the AP Expansion Initiative contributed
to 80 percent and 69 percent of the growth, respectively.

Creating more diverse learning environments for our students is a top priority of Mayor de
Blasio and the Chancellor. There is not a one-size-fits-all solution to this complex issue and
diversity will look different in each community. We are committed to working with our school
communities, parenis, elected officials, advocates and other stakeholders to achieve this goal. To
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this end, Chancellor Farifia’s Strategic Planning Team will partner with the Office of Student
Enrollment and take a fresh look at the DOE’s admissions and enrollment policies, which are just
some of the tools available to help promote diversity in our schools.

At the same time, this Administration remains focused in its core mission to ensure that all
students have access to a high-quality education that prepares them for success in college or
careers regardless of neighborhood. In one year alone, we have made great progress, including
the historic implementation of Pre-K for All, after school programs for all middle schools
students, renewed focus on professional development, the creation of a new framework to
support and evaluate schools, strengthening and reimagining the role of superintendents,
strengthening and expanding instruction and programs for English Language Learners,
establishing the School Renewal Program, a multi-year investment to provide targeted support
to our most struggling schools, and 45 new community schools. While we Icnow we have more
work to do, we are confident that we are heading in the right direction

Lastly, we would like to express our support for Proposed Intro No. 511-A, which requires DOE
to annually report on demographic and achievement data about our students by community
school district, school and special program within a school. While we publicly report much of
the data requested, the report required by the proposed legislation will serve as a valuable
analytic resource for DOE, our school communities and other stakeholders. :

Thank you for the opportumty to testify today We would be happy to answer any questions you
may have.






